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PROJECT PROPOSAL 

CRESTED BUTTE AREA DESIGNATED CAMPING 

U.S. Forest Service 

Gunnison Ranger District 

 Grand Mesa, Uncompahgre and Gunnison National Forest 

Gunnison County, Colorado 

BACKGROUND, PURPOSE, AND NEED 

Unregulated dispersed camping along Forest Service Roads in the Crested Butte area (Map 1 – 

Project Area) has resulted in resource damage, escaped campfires, development of non-system 

routes, and sanitation problems. A comprehensive inventory completed in 2015 revealed over 

389 dispersed campsites in the Project Area (Attachment 1 – 2015 Dispersed Camping 

Inventory, Table 1, and Maps 3-9). A majority of the campsites inventoried were not in 

compliance with the existing Forest Plan because they either exceed the allowable Frissell 

ratings or were too close to water (GMUG LRMP III-24 – III-26).  

The Gunnison Ranger District has taken numerous actions in an attempt to gain Forest Plan 

compliance and alleviate social and environmental impacts resulting from unregulated camping. 

The actions already taken include seasonal closures, campsite decommissioning, designation of 

camping spurs, elimination of the 300-foot exemption for off-route travel and transitioning to a 

30-foot exemption (2010 Travel Management Plan), seasonal closures, area closures, installing 

worm fences and boulders, and otherwise signing non-compliant campsites as closed. However, 

all of these actions combined have been outpaced by the creation of new campsites that occurs 

during peak times and on busy weekends. New campsites continue to be created in undesirable 

locations such as in riparian areas or areas which lead to development of additional unauthorized 

routes. 

Additionally, the Gunnison Ranger District has now completed the implementation of the 2010 

Travel Management (TM) Plan in the project area. The Decision was to manage camping 

indirectly through route designation. This included evaluating campsites and adding spurs for the 

purpose of dispersed camping to the Motor Vehicle Use Map (MVUM). After this evaluation, 

the off-route travel exemption was changed to 30 feet rather than 300 feet, which was prescribed 

by the 2010 TM Decision. Despite implementation of the 2010 TM Decision, routes created by 

campers continue to proliferate.  

Direct management of campsites did occur in a small portion of the project area in 2016. A 

Forest Order was implemented to eliminate all dispersed camping in the Upper East River 

between June 15 and August 15. This Decision was made to manage conflicts occurring between 

overnight campers and research plots studied by the Rocky Mountain Biological Laboratory. The 

Decision was effective in reducing those specific conflicts during the peak season, but impacts 

have since intensified on other National Forest System lands around Crested Butte. 

The above actions have also not curtailed certain non-route related impacts from camping. 

Though the route designation process defined a sustainable route system and impacts to research 

plots in the Upper East River were lessened, the number of campsites in the project area has 



  

— Project Proposal — 
Page 2 of 4 

continued to increase in riparian habitat, and E. Coli counts in the streams, likely from human 

waste, is on the rise (Coal Creek Watershed Study). 

Escaped campfires are another adverse impact being observed in the project area. Fire scars and 

rock fire rings proliferate in these areas despite regular camp cleanups with volunteer groups, 

paid staff, and Interns. Responding to unattended and escaped campfires is a regular occurrence. 

An undesirable user experience is also being created due to crowding. On weekends in July and 

August, the density of campers in areas such as the Slate River and Washington Gulch exceed 

densities typically found in developed campgrounds. However, these areas do not have limits to 

where people can set up a camp, so in the flat areas people often set up camps immediately 

adjacent to neighboring campers, and social conflict is being observed. Furthermore, though 

these areas resemble a developed campground in densities, there are no toilets in many of these 

locations, so the campers experience unhealthy living conditions while visiting their National 

Forest lands. 

PROPOSAL 

The Forest Service is proposing to designate camping on National Forest System lands in the 

Crested Butte Area (see Map 1 – Project Area). The Forest Service would use routes on the 

existing Motor Vehicle Use Map and would only be designating sites that are currently used as 

designated campsites. After project implementation, camping would only be allowed in 

designated campsites or in developed campgrounds. 

 

Specific locations of potential designated campsites are shown on Maps 2 – 8. Approximately 

100 campsites would be designated in the project area, though no new campsites will be created. 

Campsites would be designated with a universal camping symbol and number on a wooden post, 

and metal fire ring would be installed at each campsite. Informational kiosks and signage would 

also be installed, and toilets would be considered near highly concentrated camping. Further 

measures such as requiring wag bags or other portable toilet requirements will be considered in 

areas where toilets are not nearby. 

 

The project area does not include designated wilderness areas in the vicinity. The project area 

consists of the major drainages radiating from Crested Butte. A complete list of affected routes 

and spurs is attached (Table 1). The following major drainages comprise the project area:  

 Kebler Pass /Lake Irwin:                                   County Road #12 FSR 826 & 826.D1  

 Slate River/Oh Be Joyful:                                  County Road #734 & FSR 585 & FSR 552 

 Washington Gulch:                                            Forest Service Road # 811 

 Schofield Pass/Rustlers Gulch/Judd Falls:     Forest Service Road #317 

 Brush Creek:                                                      Forest Service Road # 738 

 Cement Creek:                                                   Forest Service Road #740 & 740.2C 740.2C1 

 

The designation of dispersed camp sites and requirement for visitors to camp in these numbered 

sites would ensure sites are sustainable, away from riparian areas, and would eliminate the 

development of additional campsites in undisturbed areas. This action would also curtail the 

continued proliferation of non-system routes resulting from the observed growth of campsites in 
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the Crested Butte area. Designation of the dispersed camping sites would be established using 

wooden posts, signs, and fire rings. The majority of the route definition work has already been 

completed.  

Camping designations would be consistent with the existing GMUG Forest Plan, which requires 

the Forest Service to reduce the impacts from dispersed camping, including locating campsites 

outside of riparian zones (Forest Plan III-24).  

Cultural and biological analysis, or any required consultation with US Fish & Wildlife Service, 

would be completed in areas of new ground disturbance prior to implementation. 

This action would be categorically excluded from documentation in  an  environmental  impact  

statement  or  an environmental analysis as prescribed in Chapter 36 of the Code of Federal 

Regulations:  36 CFR 220.6(d)(5) Repair and maintenance of recreation sites and facilities; 36 

CFR 220.6(e)( 1 ), Construction and reconstruction of trails; 36 CFR 220.6( e)(6), …wildlife 

habitat improvement activities that do not include the use of herbicides or do not require more 

than 1 mile of low standard road construction, and 36 CFR 220.6(e)(20), Activities that restore, 

rehabilitate, or stabilize lands occupied by roads and trails, excluding National Forest System 

roads and National Forest System trails to a more natural condition that may include removing, 

replacing, or modifying drainage structures and ditches, reestablishing vegetation, reshaping 

natural contours and slopes, reestablishing drainage-ways, or other activities that would restore 

site productivity and reduce environmental impacts. 

These categories were selected because they are directly applicable to the designated dispersed 

camping situations throughout the project area. Based on experience, the effects of implementing 

this action will be of limited context and intensity and will result in little or no adverse 

environmental effects to either the physical or biological components of the environment. 

SCOPING EFFORTS 

Scoping has occurred internally and externally, and public outreach will be ongoing. The project 

was scoped with Forest Service Specialists, including Wildlife, Botany, Hydrology, and Cultural 

Resources. The project was also presented to the Gunnison County commissioners and the 

Sustainable Tourism and Outdoor Recreation Committee (STOR) on June 27, 2019 and July 25, 

2019. The STOR Committee represents various entities in Gunnison County, and the committee 

agreed to write a letter of support for the project. Furthermore, the STOR Committee agreed to 

match funding with the Forest Service by using GoCO money that was awarded to fund such 

partnerships on public lands. 

FINDINGS REQUIRED BY OTHER LAWS AND REGULATIONS 

This decision is consistent with the GMUG National Forest Land Management Plan (LMP).  The 

project was designed in conformance with LMP standards and guidelines. No amendment to the 

LMP is needed to implement this project.  

 

In compliance with legal and policy requirements related to the Endangered Species Act, 

Biological Evaluations have been completed for species of concern. A cultural resources 

specialist has also been consulted.   
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IMPLEMENTATION DATE 

Implementation could begin as early as the Fall season of 2019, though it is anticipated that 

project implementation would be ongoing through 2021. 

CONTACT 

For additional information concerning this decision, contact: Aaron Drendel, Recreation Staff 

Officer, Gunnison Ranger District, 216 N. Colorado St., Gunnison, CO 81230; phone: (970)641-

0471. 

 


